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Critical Junctures and the Global Emergence and Challenges of Fact-Checking 
 
Abstract 
 
Since 2003 and the emergence of FactCheck.org in the United States, fact-checking has 
expanded both domestically and internationally. As of February, 2016, the Duke Reporter’s Lab 
identified nearly 100 active initiatives around the world. This research explores why fact-
checking is spreading globally at this point in time. Seen as a professional reform movement in 
the journalistic community (Graves, 2016), historical research on reform movements suggest 
several possible factors influencing the emergence of fact-checking including a decline in 
journalism, easy access to technology for the masses, and socio-political strife (McChesney, 
2007; Pickard, 2015; Stole, 2006). Using a phenomenological approach, two focus groups were 
conducted among fact-checkers during the 2015 Global Fact-checking Summit in London, 
England. Participants shared rich experiences about conditions and contexts surrounding the 
emergence and challenges facing their organizations. Ultimately, as the purpose of this research 
is to help future fact-checkers around the world become aware of the circumstances under which 
fact-checking is most likely to emerge and thrive (or fail), recommendations from current global 
practitioners are offered. 
 
Keywords: consumer reform movement; critical juncture theory; fact-checking; focus groups; 
journalism studies; political communication; persuasive intervention; qualitative research 
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Whether it was the Teapot Dome scandal, the “missile gap” crisis with the Soviet Union, or 
Watergate, politicians have been misrepresenting what they know for a long time. Changes in 
media and journalism have contributed to the extent that political misinformation is perpetuated. 
For instance, with its advent in the 1940s, television in the United States (US) soon developed 
into a “viable political force” by 1952 when the first ads for Dwight D. Eisenhower aired (Wood, 
1990: 265). Today, political ads are a primary means for candidates to inform US voters – and 
misinform them. Between the 1950s and the 1970s, however, reporters generally considered 
political advertising to be offensive and largely ignored it. This sentiment gradually changed 
such that campaigns only became newsworthy once ads were aired (Bates, 1990).1 Late in the 
20th century, scholars were sounding warnings about how journalists portrayed campaigns as 
well as their political ads in the television age (Adatto, 1990; Jamieson, 1992; West, 1993). The 
loss of objectivity was concerning, wrote Adatto (1990: 6), “not in the sense of bias, but in the 
literal sense of losing contact with the truth.” But if other countries do not have the political 
advertising circus that precedes American elections, why are attempts at engaging with facts 
gaining momentum around the world? This research explores why the journalistic intervention of 
political fact-checking is spreading globally at this point in time.  
Since 2003 and the emergence of FactCheck.org – the first sustained, independent fact-
checking organization in the US2 – the enterprise of fact-checking has expanded internationally. 
As of February, 2016, the Duke Reporter’s Lab identified 96 active initiatives around the world 
with recent additions in Brazil, Macedonia, Morocco, Nepal, Sweden and elsewhere. An 
additional 47 projects were inactive but expected to change status as elections draw closer 
(Stencel, 2016). Historical research points to several possible reasons for the emergence of fact-
checking including 1) a decline in journalism, 2) easy access to technology for the masses, and 3) 
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socio-political unrest (McChesney, 2007). After explaining the origins and purpose of fact-
checking, this paper draws upon the literature on consumer reform movements and the theory of 
critical junctures as potential frameworks to interpret the global diffusion of fact-checking. A 
phenomenological approach is employed using focus groups conducted among fact-checkers 
from around the world during the summer of 2015. A discussion of results is followed by broad 
conclusions about the future spread and utility of fact-checking efforts. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Origins and Purpose of Fact-checking 
 
Contemporary fact-checking has its roots in the Progressive Era of the US.3 The muckraking 
journalists who challenged the claims of patent-medicine producers were some of the first, 
unofficial fact-checkers. For instance, muckrakers like Samuel Hopkins Adams and Upton 
Sinclair exposed horrific practices threatening consumer health which led to federal regulations 
protecting consumers and legitimate businesses from dangerous or unfair practices (Cassedy, 
1964; Sulzberger, 2011). Other investigative journalists, such as George Seldes and I.F. Stone, 
launched their own publications to challenge industry as well as political misinformation that 
was not being covered in mainstream publications (Dicke, 1995). Following the particularly 
contentious 1988 US presidential election, media attention to political misinformation gained 
traction during the 1990s as ad watch journalism took hold (Amazeen, 2013; Graves, 2016). 
Around the turn of the millennium, the web-based fact-checkers emerged including 
FactCheck.org in 2003, both PolitiFact.com and the Washington Post’s Fact Checker in 2007, as 
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well as non-political fact-checkers like Snopes in 1995, HealthNewsReview.org in 2004, The 
Consumerist Blog in 2005, and TruthInAdvertising.org in 2013. 
For political fact-checkers, their primary goals are threefold: public education, improved 
political behavior, and better journalism. Fact-checking journalism is distinguished from 
traditional reporting by its focus on determining the accuracy of claims made by public officials 
rather than on whether a reporter got a quote right. Moreover, fact-checkers seek to publicize the 
claims they determine are inaccurate instead of eliminating or correcting them as would 
traditional reporters (Amazeen, 2013; Graves, 2016). As a persuasive intervention aimed at 
influencing voter beliefs with accurate information, its success has been mixed, with high 
partisans often clinging to erroneous beliefs, especially on controversial topics (see Amazeen, 
2015 for a review). Nonetheless, studies have shown that fact-checking can reduce the likelihood 
that politicians will make inaccurate claims (Amazeen, 2013; Nyhan and Reifler, 2015a). 
Furthermore, as the legitimacy of fact-checking continues to grow (Lowrey, 2017), its diffusion 
can be understood as improving the profession. Indeed, compared to he-said/she-said reporting,4 
fact-check reporting is more effective at correcting false beliefs (Pingree, Brossard, and McLeod, 
2014; Thorson, 2013). Consequently, people have more favorable attitudes toward the media 
when fact-checking is employed (Amazeen, Thorson, Muddiman, and Graves, 2016; Thorson, 
2013) which is reflected in the growing preference for this type of journalism (Barthel, Gottfried, 
and Lu, 2016). 
Graves (2016) attributed the appearance of modern fact-checkers to the breakdown of 
traditional objective reporting. In his assessment of the American political fact-checking 
movement, he outlined three broad factors influencing its emergence: changing journalistic 
standards and practices, a diminished gatekeeping role of traditional news organizations due to 
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evolving technology, and a fractured media landscape that has diminished opportunities for civil 
public debate. He identified fact-checkers as “the core of a professional reform movement that 
sees the new genre as a response to the fragmentation of American public life over the last three 
decades” (13).5 Thus, if the growth of fact-checking is a type of self-regulatory effort, it may be 
useful to draw upon historic reform movements as a point of comparison. 
 
Reform Movements and Critical Juncture Theory 
 
A reform movement can be considered a (re-)emergence of a subordinate culture that is 
unwilling to hew to the uncritical acceptance of hegemonic power (Pickard, 2015). Crisis, 
opportunity, and periods of rapid change characterize reform movements (Pickard, 2015) which 
often occur in the wake of “critical junctures” (McChesney, 2007: 10). To be considered a 
critical juncture, at least two of three conditions must exist: 1) transformative changes in existing 
communication systems, 2) decreasing legitimacy in journalism, and 3) failing institutional 
frameworks due to political or social crises with emerging efforts for change (McChesney, 
2007). 
Consumer reform movements in the US historically recur every 30 years or so 
(McChesney, 2007; Stole, 2006). The Gilded Age into the Progressive Era can be established as 
a first wave in an approximated timeline (Herrmann and Mayer, 1997; McChesney, 2007; Stole, 
2006). During this period was when muckrakers exposed unbelievable marketplace abuses such 
as dangerous and/or ineffective patent medicines and adulterated food products. The field of 
consumer journalism evolved out of this early branch of investigative journalism, ultimately 
changing the course of US political and social history with the ensuing federal regulations and 
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product testing initiatives (Cron, 1997). The second reform wave occurred during the 1930s, 
involving demands for structural changes in the US communication systems (McChesney, 2007). 
As the Depression dragged on, concerns were also raised about the questionable quality of new 
and unfamiliar consumer products entering the marketplace (Herrmann and Mayer, 1997). 
During this time period, reform groups such as Consumers’ Research and Consumers Union 
emerged (Herrmann and Mayer, 1997; McChesney, 2007). The third consumer reform wave 
occurred in the 1960s/1970s with a focus on changing the symbolic rather than economic 
functions of consumer advertising. Vance Packard’s Hidden Persuaders (1957) and Betty 
Friedan’s Feminine Mystique (1963) were influential in this movement to change the images 
rather than the structure (Stole, 2006). A fourth wave of reform marked the late 1990s into the 
turn of the 21st century, with many activists increasingly concerned about the effects of 
commercialism and consumerism, particularly how they related to issues such as sustainability 
and climate change (Stole, 2006). The anxieties have become international in nature, with 
common concerns about public health, global labor conditions, and excessive commercialization 
that echo previous waves of reform (Stole, 2015). To the degree that political elections are 
becoming increasingly like selling a potato chip or a microchip – particularly in the US – the 
emergence of political fact-checking as a journalistic intervention may be akin to and an 
evolution of these consumer reform movements. 
 
Research Questions 
 
The fundamental question driving this study is, “Why is fact-checking emerging globally at this 
particular point in time?” Theoretically, the literature suggests several conditions under which 
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reform movements occur. But does theory match the experiences of these practitioners? In 
addition to the various conditions that fostered the emergence of fact-checking in different places 
around the world, this study is also concerned with identifying and understanding the factors that 
challenge the continued practice of fact-checking. Ultimately, the purpose of this research is to 
help future fact-checking initiatives around the world become aware of the circumstances under 
which fact-checking is most likely to emerge and thrive (or fail). Thus, it is also essential to 
understand what kind of recommendations current global practitioners offer to emerging and/or 
future fact-checkers. 
 
Methods 
 
This research utilizes a phenomenological approach loosely informed by abductive reasoning 
and grounded theory development. In using a phenomenological approach, systematic reflection 
is undertaken on the concept of fact-checking to understand its structural manifestation among 
those who experience its practice – the “lived experience” notion of Husserl (1970: 240). Based 
upon learnings about these experiences, abductive reasoning involves inferring the best 
explanation for a phenomenon such that it is plausible, parsimonious, and could ultimately lead 
to formal explanatory hypothesis development and future testing (Santaella, 1997). The 
empirical data in which the observations and analysis are grounded include notes from the 2015 
Global Fact-checking Summit in London, England as well as from two focus groups conducted 
during the summit. It is important to emphasize that the literature search was conducted after 
data collection so as to avoid preconceived hypotheses that would be ungrounded from the data 
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 
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Prior to the Global Fact-checking Summit in July, 2015, questions were added to a pre-
conference survey administered online to attendees by the summit organizers. The questions 
were used to identify fact-checkers who were available and interested in participating in either of 
two focus groups. The first focus group was conducted on Wednesday, July 22, 2015 from 3:00 
– 5:00 pm at City University London.6 The second focus group was conducted on Saturday, July 
25, 2015 from 10:00 am – 12:00 pm at the Thistle Barbican Hotel in London.7 A total of 11 
attendees from the summit participated in a focus group: 4 in the first group and 7 in the second 
group (see Table 1 for a list of participants). To qualify for participation, participants had to be 
18 years of age or older, affiliated with a fact-checking organization, and able to comfortably 
converse in English. The author, who is a trained focus group moderator, led both discussions 
(see Appendix for a copy of the discussion guide). Both of the focus groups were audio recorded 
and later transcribed. All participants signed an informed consent disclosure authorized by the 
university institutional review board of the author. 
In addition to the focus groups, the author collected written responses to open-ended 
questions that were posed during one of the panels during the summit. Attendees at the summit 
were provided with a 3” x 5” index card and asked to write down three words or phrases that best 
explained why fact-checking had emerged in their country. 44 summit attendees provided written 
feedback.  
Loosely following Wester’s procedural approach to grounded theory (Jensen and 
Jankowski, 1991), the focus group transcripts were first reviewed by the author for preliminary 
concepts related to the emergence, challenges, and recommendations for fact-checking. In the 
next phase of analysis, variables were constructed which seemingly categorized the themes of 
each section. These variables were entered into an Excel spreadsheet, and supporting 
 10 
observations for each variable were recorded. The cycle of observation, analysis and reflection 
continued until theoretical formulations about the emergence of fact-checking could be 
articulated. As a validity check, statements attributed to members of the focus groups were 
emailed to participants to ensure correct interpretation of their thoughts and observations 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Lastly, a literature search was undertaken to explore whether existing 
theories offered plausible explanations for the diffusion of the emerging journalistic practice of 
fact-checking. 
 
Findings 
 
The fact-checkers, themselves, were curious (but pleased) about the rapid growth in fact-
checking around the world. “It’s so weird that it has just blown up very recently,” observed John. 
“It seems like something that should’ve been around forever I guess. It’s not like politicians 
lying is a new development. That’s what’s so weird is it’s pretty sudden that this came up and in 
relation to a problem that is really old.” This curiosity, however, belied their collective 
understanding of why political fact-checking was spreading globally now – a construction that 
closely corresponded with the attributes common to critical junctures: a decline in journalism 
(leading to public disempowerment), changes in technology, and social and/or political crises 
and/or reforms. Each will be addressed in turn. 
Decline in Journalism 
As has been widely acknowledged, the quality and quantity of journalism has declined 
significantly in the US and around the world (Gans, 2003; McChesney and Pickard, 2011). In 
noting problematic journalistic practices, Gans (2003: 52) observed the profession’s effort at 
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“data reduction” in order to facilitate the mass-production process of news. A primary practice is 
what he called passive or reactive reporting: a reliance on pre-produced news in order to save 
time and money. Laura made a similar marketplace-driven argument: 
 
I think what changed is the incentives of journalists...the sort of in-house research stuff 
that used to exist doesn’t exist anymore. Now, you’ve got this lean model – you need to 
put out more information and cheaper. So you’re not going to check it as much. I think 
that then leads, if you’re a campaign group, that leaves an opportunity for you because 
you can just send a press release and give some shocking figures and know that people 
[journalists] will take that and make that into a headline without ever actually looking 
into the research behind the figures. 
 
The use of he said/she said reporting has also been substituted for in-depth, investigative 
reporting. Ostensibly to demonstrate balance and objectivity, this tactic instead prevents readers 
from judging the validity of the differing viewpoints because the reporter often fails to offer the 
necessary context (Lieberman, 1994). “You almost never see ‘this person said this, but that is not 
true,’ in the course of [current reporting],” explained John. “What you see instead is...well, let 
me go get somebody from the other side to say so, so that the words aren’t coming from my 
voice, they’re coming from that of someone else...” In this way, reporters are able to deflect 
accusations of bias for taking sides, an accusation that fact-checkers are quite accustomed to (as 
will be addressed in the forthcoming pages). 
Although massive layoffs have been waged to make news organizations more profitable 
(Gans, 2003; McChesney and Pickard, 2011), these reductions in staff have also hollowed out 
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newsrooms. “It’s just this bad cycle of factors,” explained Jane. Newsrooms, even the New York 
Times, just don’t have the staff to follow up on primary sources on a consistent basis. 
Information keeps getting passed along, and reporters aren’t always able to check on the original. 
“You don’t really know where they got it,” said Jane. She continued:  
 
It could be third, fourth-hand information because they just don’t have the staff anymore 
to run those things down. So, they’re sharing and passing along that information. And it’s 
getting worse and worse. Not only do you not have enough people, they have let go all of 
the experienced people. A lot of the people who have left are experienced journalists. 
And [in their place, publishers] have hired very, very, young inexperienced people 
because they’re cheaper. But then there’s nobody [left] to train them inside the 
newsroom. 
 
Another issue in journalism has been the resurgence of partisan media. In the US, early 
newspapers were primarily political organs. With the rise in mass production and distribution of 
news came the marketplace concerns with maximizing appeal (and profits). Thus, many news 
organizations by the mid-20th century became less overtly partisan. The rise of cable television 
and eradication of the Fairness Doctrine swept a new era of increasing partisan media in the US 
during the latter part of the century. Highly partisan media exist in other countries, as well. For 
example, Anna indicated that, “State-owned media in Russia provide a great deal of propaganda 
and misleading facts in the ‘information war’ that is observed by The Monitor.” Because most 
people in Russia trust the government, she explained, they believe it. A major problem with 
Russian journalism, she continued, is that: 
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...the journalist will explain to you what the person really wanted to say...For example, 
there was a case when Petro Poroshenko, the president of Ukraine, was talking about 
consequences to the Eastern Ukrainians of the war. And he said something like, “If we 
will not stop the war, kids in Kiev will go to school and their kids [in Eastern Ukraine] 
will have no chance to go to school. People in Kiev will go to the hospital, and their 
people will have to die in their homes,” and so on…[But] Russian journalists took only 
the part of “Our kids will go to school and their kids will stay home. Our people will go 
to hospitals, their people will die at home” to explain what Poroshenko really meant, like, 
it’s the sanctions that Kiev wants to put on Eastern Ukraine. 
 
In Mexico, explained Dulce, the journalism is just of poor quality. There is a “lack of 
accountability” and “high levels of impunity.” This was a common theme that corresponded to 
the notion of disempowerment among the populace. 
 
Public Disempowerment 
 
A consequence of the declining state of journalism may be a feeling of disempowerment by the 
public as captured in the many polls suggesting increasing institutional distrust around the world 
(Gans, 2003). During the 2015 Global Fact-checking Summit in London, nearly four dozen 
participants provided written responses to an open-ended discussion question soliciting answers 
as to why fact-checking was emerging in attendees’ countries. Exemplifying the widespread 
institutional distrust, a participant from Spain noted the “loss of trust from citizens [in] the 
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media.” Moreover, public frustration with the lack of political accountability was a prevalent 
theme. In Italy, for example, Alexios wrote there is “disgruntlement, anger with politics, 
[because of the] failure of media.” In Nepal, there is “growing irresponsibility in politics.” In 
Korea, “politicians are getting to lie much” just as in India, “people in public life lying and 
getting away [with it]” and in South Africa: “politicians playing fast and loose with facts…lack 
of political accountability.” In Turkey, wrote Ferdi, people are “tired of politicians not fulfilling 
promises.” Thus, there is a “growing demand from citizens to control politicians” as noted by the 
participant from Spain. 
In some cases, structural impediments prevent journalists from holding politicians to 
account. To illustrate a governmental practice generating frustration among the Canadian public, 
Dana explained how the administration of Stephen Harper tightly controlled its messaging: 
 
At all official press conferences, the media have to register in advance so that the Prime 
Minister’s press people actually have to have a list of the people present. They know 
exactly who’s there, and they’re called upon to actually ask their questions. If you’re not 
on that list, first of all you can’t get in. They also won’t call on your name. We’ve heard 
anecdotally that if certain questions are asked, that [journalist] knows they won’t get 
called to ask their question next time.  
 
Just as important as any structural impediments to journalism, however, are the opportunities and 
challenges created by the evolution in technology over the last couple of decades. 
 
Technological Change 
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The emergence of the internet has changed how we consume media. The distributed network 
structure of the internet means there no longer is a central gate-keeper determining which content 
should be made available and which should be censored. Today, for better or for worse, anyone 
with a keyboard and an internet connection can create and share their own content. With this 
ability has come an unfathomable quantity of information that is available for consumption. As 
Aaron explained, 
 
One of the factors here is the technology making publishing so simple that now 
everyone’s a publisher. So, what’s different in the 1960s and 1970s is the publishers were 
– you could put them in this room. The New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the 
Washington Post, CBS, they were the publishers. You got your news from one of twelve 
sources. You trusted them, and they were playing the role of fact-checker, whether [or 
not] they were calling themselves that…Now, everyone is a journalist on Twitter, 
everyone has a Facebook feed; they’re providing journalism. Whenever they share a link 
or a meme, or they write their thoughts about whatever happened, when they retweet a 
tweet…I think that so much of that stuff now is coming at people. And I think there is 
this need to say, ‘Is this true or not?’ I mean a really basic question like ‘Is this true?’  
 
John agreed that not only are we producing a lot more information, “but also people consume a 
lot more information, and information actually drives a lot of businesses.” The benefits of this 
change for fact-checkers, observed Alexios, are a reduction of the cost of both publishing and 
researching information. Furthermore, the networked architecture of new media enables 
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information to spread more quickly. “If I affect only about 500 people on my Twitter feed,” 
explained Ferdi, “…they have another 500 people, they have another thousand people that can 
affect other readers…the network just grows.”  
With so many options for accessing media content, however, is the issue of selective 
exposure. “It seems like it’s a lot easier to self-select, to select the news that you’re seeing,” 
observed Dana.  
 
People are finding their news, I think, primarily on Facebook and Twitter now. It’s not 
coming from the Globe & Mail or the CBC [Canadian Broadcasting Company], or some 
of our big, credible news organizations.  It’s coming from Buzz Feed. Even from the 
parties themselves, people are getting the news that way, and it’s so easy. 
 
John referred to this phenomenon as a “filter bubble,” describing it as people self-selecting their 
media which leads to having a permanently reinforced worldview. “It’s an incredibly challenging 
sociological problem,” he said. To solve this issue, “what you’re asking of people is that they 
select things that make them less happy. It’s kind of like eat your vegetables, go to the gym type 
of thing, and it’s really hard to get that kind of stuff out into society.” So, not only has 
technology made it possible for people to create and consume unlimited amounts of information, 
it also allows us to choose content that isn’t necessarily good for us or a democratic society. 
 
Social/Political Crises and Reform Movements 
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A final condition consistent with critical junctures raised in these focus groups was the presence 
of severe social disequilibrium or political crisis where current frameworks fail and significant 
efforts for social reform emerge. Several participants shared their stories of how their fact-
checking organizations emerged in anticipation or in the wake of political elections. “There was 
demand for change, not only in politics, but also in the media,” explained Alexios. “We launched 
four or five months before what was one of the most heated political elections in Italy’s history.” 
Dulce described the instability in Mexico despite democratic regime changes. The PRI [Partido 
Revolucionario Institucional, or Institutional Revolutionary Party in English] ruled for 70 years, 
from 1930 to 2000. “The opposition administration,” she continued,  
 
…two opposition terms from the conservative PAN [Partido Acción Nacional, or 
National Action Party] were disastrous. As you all know, the violence between the army 
and the drug cartels in Mexico became terrible, and violence and corruption mainly 
stayed despite the fact that the government changed. 
 
The Bloodhound was one of several fact-checking organizations that emerged during the social 
unrest in Mexico.  
For Ferdi, the impetus for Dogruluk Payı was the Gezi protest. “We needed to find a way 
to create change, to create an effect without going to the streets,” he explained. “For days, we sat 
in the room thinking, ‘Okay, we take it to the streets, nothing’s going to happen.’ We need to do 
something that’s long-lasting that could actually have effective change on politicians.” The way 
to do it was through systematic and persistent fact-checking. It was the relative stability in 
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Turkey that allowed projects such as Dogruluk Payı to emerge. “In the early 2000s and late 90s, 
it was a crazy place,” explained Ferdi. 
 
Turkey was in this huge crisis, the military coup just happened a few years ago. There 
was an army in genocide, hate to say it. We couldn’t say that before; you would be in jail 
for saying it…I think Turkey started changing in the sense that there’s a European 
accession process. Turks are leaving the country, coming back into Turkey, having seen 
different morals, seeing different types of places, different mentalities. I mean, looking at 
the Middle East, we don’t want to be like that. We need to do something about it. 
 
For many of the participants, fact-checking was the answer to political strife. 
 
Challenges in Fact-checking 
 
Some of the most significant challenges of fact-checking are entirely dependent upon the 
political environment in which the organization exists. As Ferdi mentioned, simply talking about 
a genocidal army in Turkey could have previously resulted in jail time. Consequently, fact-
checkers must be wary of the language they use in their articles. For example, establishing a “lie 
of the year” in Turkey is risky because there are numerous cases of “insulting the President” 
(currently President Erdogan) that have resulted in criminal charges against journalists.8 Mexico 
may be even more perilous as nearly 80 journalists were killed between 2010 and 2015, 
according to Dulce. Furthermore, the widespread idea that the drug cartels are the ones 
threatening journalists is not true. “That’s not accurate,” said Dulce. “The ones that are 
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threatening journalists the most are the ones in power: our governors or presidents or ministers, 
especially in the municipalities.” Jail time is also a threat facing those who fact-check in Russia. 
Anna explained: 
 
In Russia, no people in an organization are allowed to get money from abroad or you will 
be automatically regarded as a foreign agent, which is like a spy. And if you are caught 
getting money from abroad, you will go to jail. So, it’s really dangerous, and we had 
really a problem finding some way to get money. 
 
Money to fund fact-checking efforts was a pervasive problem facing all of the 
participants. Reporters need to be paid, equipment needs to be purchased, and infrastructure 
needs to be created. All of this costs money. The biggest challenge is making fact-checking 
“financially self-sustainable,” said Aaron, “…to pay for the work that we’re doing.” He 
explained:   
 
More specifically, PolitiFact was started by journalists to be a journalistic public service.  
As a result, no one ever thought about the idea that it should pay for itself, or make 
money or break even. There was never any of that conversation. So, we’re now coming to 
the reality that it does need to be self-supporting. 
 
Many of the fact-checking organizations were intent on finding diverse sources of revenue 
beyond simply foundation support or reader contributions. “We’ve been trying to go different 
ways,” said Ferdi.   
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We’re trying to find different funding opportunities, but this is not going to be 
enough…We’re still trying to figure out how we can make money off this so we could 
keep on going. It needs to go on because as it gets bigger, the more impact it’s going to 
cause in the future. I think we all need to create or think of a way where what we write or 
what we research is worth something, and how we could actually sell them [the fact-
checks] as a means of funding. 
 
Because the issue was so prevalent, funding strategies were one of the key panel topics discussed 
among fact-checkers during the 2015 summit. 
Beyond financial concerns, fact-checkers are also challenged by the visibility or 
distribution of their material. According to survey data, roughly half of people in the US were 
still unfamiliar with fact-checking in 2014 (Nyhan and Reifler, 2015b). It is likely that familiarity 
is lower in other countries because fact-checking penetration is not as strong or been around as 
long as it has in the US. For example, according to Dana: 
 
The 'Baloney Meter' doesn't get much visibility because people in Canada do not go to 
the Canadian Press news wire directly, and their stories don't typically get picked up in 
major papers. So, unless you know to look for it, you’re not – it doesn’t have a lot of 
visibility. It’s also not a regular feature, I would say. 
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Part of the diffusion issue is tied to the adjudication role of fact-checkers. In rendering judgment 
about the accuracy of a political claim, fact-checkers risk alienating partisans who support the 
candidate who made the claim. Alexios explained: 
 
Chances are that if you’re someone who is interested in fact-checking – you follow 
politics a lot and you have a strong opinion one way or another. So, one day you’ll be 
happy and you’ll put that “like,” the next day the fact-check is against your politician and 
you are not going to put that “like;” you aren’t going to “share” it [the fact-check]. That 
means that – I don’t know how much traffic you each get from your newspaper sites, but 
for us it’s about 40-50 percent. If half of your audience is not going to put that “like,” not 
going to put that “share,” you reduce your reach and you reduce your readership every 
time.   
 
Aaron agreed that this is a struggle. “Someone’s always angry every time you publish a story 
because there’s someone who doesn’t agree with us, says we’re biased for one side or the other,” 
he said. But that’s the nature of fact-checking and its public service aspect. If the primary 
concern is to make money, “you would pick a side and go after one,” said Aaron. “In the States, 
there are fact-checking groups that do that, and I think they are fairly successful because they’re 
able to act like an extension of the political party. There’s a lot of money in politics, and it’s a 
way to contribute.” If the oppositional fact-checking is too much work, he said, one could always 
make money using headlines and pictures of cats and dogs.  
A related issue is the notion of the filter bubble. As previously mentioned, social and 
partisan media enable people to surround themselves with likeminded people and content, 
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forming an echo chamber. “People become resistant to fact-based evidence because they’re used 
to receiving information from their trusted sources and never having their world-view 
challenged,” said John. In some cases, social media have facilitated political movements, such as 
the Arab Spring, to flourish. In some nation-states that have collapsed into civil wars, such as 
Syria, Yemen, and Libya, partisan media are also used to fan the flames of unrest and 
sectarianism to maintain support for war (Lynch, 2015). Ferdi contends that from the Gezi 
protest in Turkey emerged “a lot of great projects” trying to make a difference in Turkish 
society. “But they’re talking to the people around themselves,” he lamented. “We’re not getting 
to the other side. We need to get away from our circle and affect another circle. We’re still in this 
circle.” Similarly, Dana described how FactsCan emerged at a time when a conservative 
administration held power in Canada: 
 
What we were able to capitalize on was a sense of frustration, as we talked about earlier. 
What we kept on emphasizing in our messaging was that our goal was to encourage 
politicians to be honest and accurate with their words. That type of messaging was really 
effective with people, and in a campaign year especially. [But] it’s already come back to 
bite us in a way, I think, because we ended up attracting a lot of people who are anti- the 
current government, which is conservative. So that automatically generated a large 
readership for us that is left-wing, liberals. We’ve got a huge audience in that crowd. And 
that crowd, I think, had the expectation that we would also – even though we were always 
clear that we’re non-biased and non-partisan and all that. It created the expectation that 
we were also, in a way, out to get the government, out to get the leaders…like when you 
are criticizing the current government. [But] we’ve got some really nasty responses from 
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people saying “I wish I’d never funded you,” and all this stuff when we actually fact-
check the other side as we told them that we would do. 
 
Thus, as is well documented in the social science literature, fact-checking is vexed by motivated 
reasoning that blinds many people from accepting facts that do not support their chosen 
politician. 
 
Recommendations for Future Fact-checkers 
 
Although best practices in fact-checking have been proposed more extensively elsewhere,9 the 
brief recommendations offered presently are what novice as well as seasoned fact-checkers 
suggest is crucial for emerging fact-checkers to understand. Topics included fact-checking 
credibility, structural matters and understanding the value of fact-checking. Of these topics, 
developing and maintaining credibility with their audience was essential. “Our biggest asset is 
trust, is credibility,” explained Faik.  
 
Once you come out in public, then the public has to almost trust you, blindly trust what 
you’re saying, and it’s very hard to develop. If you lose it once, I don’t think it’s possible 
to bring it back. So, credibility, trust, that’s one thing that we cherish the most, and it has 
to start from the very beginning. 
 
Dana added that credibility is also tied to the perception of partisanship, as well. “Independence, 
for us, it’s up on our [website] banner,” she said. “It’s like, ‘independent and non-partisan.’ We 
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just have to say it again and again. We get drilled on that too, like, ‘How do we trust you? How 
do we know you’re non-partisan?’ and all of that stuff.” Laura added some nuance to the 
understanding of how credibility relates to independence. “If you’re somewhere where there’s a 
relatively healthy democracy, you need to be independent” she observed. “However, if you’re 
not, this is tough.” She clarified: 
 
Basically, you’re fact checking the government, because the government is the source of 
power in your country. So, then you’re probably not going to be independent of whoever. 
You’re in opposition almost. It’s hard to position yourself...Because if you’re 
campaigning for accuracy and there’s one big culprit here, the government, that’s a big 
challenge. I don’t know how you get people to trust you. It’s much easier if you’re not in 
the, if you’re not a threat in that way...I think that is the most important thing is if you can 
get the perception of independence. I just don’t know how you do it in certain situations 
and certain countries. 
 
Not only is credibility important when presenting information, but you also have to have courage 
to defend it. “You’re out on an island,” explained Aaron, “and you’re saying something is true or 
false – and that has consequences.” 
To facilitate the credibility of fact-checking, certain structural matters need to be 
addressed. Foremost is the systematic method of how the fact-checking is going to be employed, 
“because that’s how you’re going to defend your work…explain your work” said Alexios. This 
explicit process underlies the credibility of the organization. “The more in detail you can go, the 
better,” Alexios continued. “Do you have a corrections policy? It doesn’t just go from how am I 
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going to find the data, it’s how am I going to then double check it? How am I going to present it 
in a way that is intelligible? How am I going to deal with the response or retaliation, the attacks 
and the eventual mistakes?” Beyond explicit processes, however, Alexios also emphasized that 
fact-checkers need to have the right people for the effort. “You need to take a statement and 
consider the different perspectives to make sure you’re doing the fact-check right,” he said. “If 
you all have the same viewpoint – you need to be taking it from different sides.” Relatedly, 
training the right people is also important. “In Mexico,” observed Dulce, “[journalists] don’t 
know how to go to the right places where the statistics are, or know how to read them, or how to 
reach a conclusion from of them.” Thus, training the right people is also essential. 
Finally, understanding the value of fact-checking will also be integral to a successful 
effort. From a business standpoint, some news organizations don’t see the value of fact-checking 
or even find it problematic. “It’s persuading [management] that it’s a good business decision,” 
said Jane,  
 
…that you can actually do it. Yes, you don’t have the staff that you used to have, and you 
don’t think that you have the right people to do it, but you can actually do it if you want 
to. I mean, if you really want to, you can get the training, you can – it’ll be worth your 
time and effort from a business standpoint.   
 
To that end, fact-checkers need to understand and involve their readers. “You need to know that 
the product you’re putting out is something that readers want,” cautioned John. He continued: 
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If you’re not producing a product that people want to spend time with, then it’s just not 
going to be sustainable. So, you’ve got to be very close to your customers, find out the 
kind of product and packaging that they want so that you can produce that for them, so 
that the readership goes up. 
 
But as Dana and others have mentioned, gaining someone’s attention – an initial readership – is a 
challenge. However, once a fact-checking organization is able to gain awareness, they also need 
to capitalize on it to pave the way for its long-term financial sustainability. John suggests 
exploring different recurring subscription tools. “There’s one called Patron,” he said. “There’s 
another new one called Recurrency, which allows people to go on your site and pledge to send 
$5 per month to you. So, it’s a subscription model instead of a one-time donation.” Being able to 
demonstrate that readers are visiting and donating to a fact-checking site can really be very 
powerful in showing the value of fact-checking.   
 
Conclusions 
 
The anecdotal evidence shared by participating fact-checkers seems to support the critical 
juncture hypothesis. Fact-checking is spreading around the world at a time when there has been a 
deterioration in journalistic practices, public disempowerment, evolving technology, and socio-
political strife. Consistent with Graves’ (2016) observations about fact-checking in the US, its 
international spread also appears to be a reform effort to ameliorate the declining system of 
journalism around the world, ultimately as a means to serve the public interest. Changes in 
technology have facilitated this effort, while socio-political conflicts have ignited public action 
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and demands for accountability.10 Unlike in the US, a challenge of political fact-checking in 
some parts of the world is the inherent danger faced by journalists who risk prison or death. 
However, common to American practitioners, global fact-checkers are also challenged with 
uncertain financial resources as well as difficulties in building and maintaining diverse 
audiences.  
For journalists in other parts of the world that do not yet have political fact-checking, 
these participants offered the following recommendations. Fundamentally, new initiatives must 
have their procedural methods pre-tested and in place prior to launching. The appropriate people 
with the right skill sets who have been adequately trained should also be in place. Finally, it is 
important for fact-checkers to understand the value of their product. Its uniqueness may 
ultimately help finance the enterprise of fact-checking. From an economic perspective, there 
appears to be a worldwide oversupply of misinformation and an undersupply of knowing what is 
true. 
The structural changes in journalism that have left the remaining reporters starved for 
resources, both in time and access, have, in a certain sense, set the stage for fact-checking to 
flourish. Aaron shared an illustrative exchange he had with a newspaper publisher from Des 
Moines, Iowa who was inquiring about PolitiFact. She felt she did not have the courage or the 
patience to do fact-checking. “So you do it,” she said to Aaron. “I’ll just buy it from you, and 
then if somebody doesn’t like it, I’ll send them to you.” Thus, the practice of fact-checking may 
be increasingly outsourced, which was FactCheck.org’s initial model. Their original plan was to 
be a resource for other journalists who didn’t have the time, skills or resources to do the time-
consuming work of fact-checking. Indeed, “please steal our stuff” was their original slogan 
(Amazeen, 2013). 
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Concerns about preaching to the proverbial choir, as vocalized by Dana and others, are 
justified. With polarization on the rise in both the US (Gramlich, 2016) and globally (Voeten, 
2013), attempts to reach politically diversified audiences should be pursued. However, some 
researchers have suggested that people with lower levels of political interest may opt out of 
political information altogether and instead use media for entertainment interests (Arceneaux and 
Johnson, 2013; Prior, 2007). These are the people who may be at the lower end of the political 
information distribution continuum and may benefit most from the type of information provided 
by fact-checkers. If the information is accessible to them from an interpretation standpoint, they 
may be a receptive group. In this way, fact-checking may also address the concern of political 
scientists that the current content of available media choices is contributing to the information 
deficit of portions of the public. The experiences shared in this study clearly suggest that the lack 
of reliably accurate political news is a worldwide phenomenon. 
Besides its primary goal of informing the public with accurate information, an ancillary 
aspiration of fact-checking is to improve political behavior. Indeed, participant comments 
lamented the public perceptions from around the world that political elites are largely held to 
little or no account for the claims they make. However, a field experiment in the US 
demonstrated that when legislators were aware their political claims were being monitored by a 
fact-checker, they were significantly less likely to make claims that were subsequently found to 
be inaccurate (Nyhan and Reifler, 2015a). Another report showed that legislator references to an 
inaccurate claim dropped by approximately half in the US Congressional record after it was 
voted the 2012 lie of the year by PolitiFact (Amazeen, 2013). While there are certain politicians 
– such as Donald Trump – who are determined to say whatever they want despite its accuracy, 
there is evidence that fact-checking can improve political behavior. Furthermore, other research 
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has demonstrated that the increased prevalence of conservative media, such as Fox News in the 
US, can cause legislators to become more conservative on divisive votes when they are 
proximate to elections (Arceneaux, Johnson, Lindstadt, and Vander Wielen, 2016). Perhaps fact-
checking may prove to be the needed counterweight to the inflammatory and often 
unsubstantiated rhetoric of partisan media. As politicians around the world recognize the 
institutionalization of fact-checking (Lowrey, 2017), they may moderate their behavior. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
Because the methods utilized in this study are qualitative in nature, the results should be 
considered suggestive instead of definitive. Rather than producing statistically generalizable 
findings, the objectives of this study were to gain understanding about the varying contexts 
within which fact-checking emerges along with its related challenges. Admittedly, there are 
likely some factors which were not uncovered or probed in enough detail due to limits of time 
and/or the limited number of participants. It is possible that emerging fact-checkers in other parts 
of the world not included in this study have different experiences. Furthermore, only fact-
checkers who were conversant in English participated in this study. Non-English speaking fact-
checkers may have experiences different than those from these groups. 
Future research on the nature and spread of fact-checking interventions may follow 
various directions. First, an effort to conduct additional focus groups in different languages may 
provide further insights. In so doing, exploring some of the regional nuances of fact-checking in 
other parts of the world may be facilitated. Furthermore, quantifying the type and quality of news 
media programming (or public perceptions of the programming) globally will enable researchers 
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to see if there is a correspondence with the emergence of fact-checking initiatives in a given 
country. Finally, attempts to quantify the presence of factors raised by these informants may help 
to confirm the structural characteristics necessary in a country for a fact-checking organization to 
successfully emerge. For as the world continues to globalize, we can all benefit from journalistic 
attempts to hold those in power to account for their claims; claims which may increasingly have 
international implications. 
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Table 1 
Focus Group Participants* 
 
Name Affiliation Country 
Jane Elizabeth American Press Institute USA 
Faik Ispahiu Internews Kosova Kosovo 
Laurens Lauer University of Duisburg-Essen Germany 
Alexios Mantzarlis Pagella Politica Italy 
Dulce Ramos Animal Político/El Sabueso (The Bloodhound) Mexico 
Laura O’Brien FullFact UK 
Ferdi Ozsoy Dogruluk Payı Turkey 
John Pettus Fiskkit USA 
Aaron Sharockman PolitiFact USA 
Dana Wagner FactsCan Canada 
Anna Zasimovich The Monitor Russia 
 
*Some participants were using aliases to protect their identities. 
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Appendix 
International Fact-Checker Discussion Guide 
Introduction:  Hello, thank you for joining us today.  We will be discussing the emergence of 
fact-checking efforts around the world.  Just so you know, I am a researcher, not a fact-checker, 
so I have no vested interest in our discussion today – other than accurately reporting what you 
share with me.  You will not hurt my feelings if you have negative things to say, so I’d like you 
to feel comfortable that you can share your honest perceptions. 
1. To start off, please tell us your name, country of residence, and fact-checking organization you 
represent. 
2. When and how did your organization get its start? 
3. Please complete each of the following sentences: 
When people learn I am a fact-checker, they say…. 
The most successful part of my organization has been… 
The least successful part of my organization has been… 
4. What do you think were the socio-cultural-political factors that contributed to the emergence 
of your organization? 
5. What have been the factors that have contributed to your organization’s successes? 
6. What have been the threats to the success of your organization? 
7. How has your organization navigated/reacted to these threats thus far? 
8. What do you think your organization needs to do to be successful in the future? 
9. Do you think your organization needs to change at all in the future in order to be successful?  
10. I’d like you to write down three factors that you feel are essential in order for a new fact-
checking organization to launch. What did you write down? Why? 
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11. Thinking about the enterprise of fact-checking, why do you think it emerged in the US in the 
early 21st century and is gaining international momentum in 2015? 
12.  What are the business considerations that fact-checkers need to confront? 
13. Can fact-checking be a viable business?  If so, how?  And should it be? 
14. What type of research would be useful to your organization in the future? 
 
                                                      
1 US President Donald Trump stands as an exception. 
2 An earlier fact-checking organization named “Spinsanity” emerged in 2001 and was briefly 
carried by the Philadelphia Inquirer but disbanded after the 2004 US presidential election 
(Graves, 2016). 
3 Another possible antecedent to the modern fact-checking movement was the emergence in 
1915 of the French weekly investigative newspaper, Le Canard Enchaîné (Graves, 2016) 
4 He-said/she-said reporting presents opposing sides of a debate to which readers are left to their 
own devices to determine who is more accurate. 
5 With the goal of advancing localized democracy, the civic journalism reforms of the 1980s 
(Gans, 2003: 36) may be a related movement. 
6 Meeting accommodations were provided courtesy of City University London. 
7 Meeting accommodations and refreshments were provided courtesy of The Poynter Institute. 
8 Personal communication with Baybars Örsek of Dogruluk Payı, December 30, 2015. 
9 See Amazeen, 2013; Jackson and Jamieson’s 2007 book Unspun: Finding Facts in a World of 
Disinformation, and Nyhan and Reifler’s 2012 paper on Misinformation and Fact-checking 
available at http://www.dartmouth.edu/~nyhan/Misinformation_and_Fact-checking.pdf 
10 Indeed, The Guardian news organization now has a section labeled “Protest” on its website 
(Friedman, 2016). 
